on the work of bell hooks, AnaLouise Keating, and Megan Boler, all of whom highlight the affective dimension of classroom dynamics, guided by the notion that being unsettled is central to the learning and teaching process. Hooks's articulation of education as a "practice of freedom" (Teaching 4) and her assertion that the classroom is a democratic space where "everyone claims knowledge as a field in which we all labor" undergird my pedagogy (14) .
life, the problem of white liberalism, and the fetishization of Blackness and black culture-resonated strongly with me and my students demonstrates the ongoing struggle to understand the links between past and present and between reality and representation. Taking intellectual and emotional risks in a multicultural literature classroom can be scary for teachers and students alike. However, anxiety need not be debilitating; rather, it can open up new avenues for growth, challenging us to examine our own complicity in systems of oppression and to embrace the intellectual, emotional, and ethical struggle that can be the catalyst for social and political change.
Teaching in the Age of Obama and Beyond
Most of my university teaching career overlaps with the presidency of Barack Obama, as I started my current position at San Francisco State in Fall 2006. I will always remember Obama's victory in November 2008 and the sense of possibility I felt in that moment. I felt obliged to come to class the next day with brilliant words for my students, many of whom are working-class people of color in their late teens and early twenties who are also first-generation college students. Ultimately, I allowed Jimi Hendrix to speak for me by playing his 1969 live performance of "The Star-Spangled Banner" at Woodstock. This radical reimagining of the national anthem by a veteran of African, Native, and Irish ancestry who epitomized the counterculture of the late 1960s seemed an apt way to mark this historic day. As we know, the election of Barack Obama did not and could not erase the systems of oppression on which this country was built. In many ways, the backlash against President Obama revealed the ways in which racism thrives in the twenty-first century.
2 Nevertheless, it was and will always be a tremendously important historical moment that I did not believe would occur in my lifetime.
Thinking broadly about the changes in the political and social landscape in the past eleven years provides some important context for my own experiences as a university professor in a cosmopolitan area on the West Coast. Since 2006, the sociopolitical landscape of the United States has progressed in some areas but regressed in others.
3 Even as we have greater opportunities than our parents and grandparents, new color-blind and state-sanctioned forms of oppression emerge. Although I consider myself attuned to institutionalized oppression, I was skeptical of naming this system, as Michelle Alexander does in her book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (2012) . Then I devoured her text in one sitting, and I could not ignore the painful truth: the trajectory from slavery to apartheid to the criminalization of black and brown bodies is self-evident. The reality of what it means to be a biracial black woman of color in the twenty-first century (even while acknowledging my privilege as a highly educated and gainfully employed person) informs my teaching, whether consciously or not, and it most certainly affects my students.
As a reader, I have always been drawn to the voices of people who have been silenced, and my pedagogy reflects this interest. I have an unusual amount of freedom in designing my courses, and from my first semester at San Francisco State, I was committed to teaching canonical American authors alongside lesser-known writers. Thus, in a survey course on the modern American novel, I taught Nella Larsen and D'Arcy McNickle beside F. Scott Fitzgerald and William Faulkner. I encouraged my students to think about why we often associate American literature with the latter pair but not the former. Who decides which texts are valued? What biases are implicit in that evaluation process? Werner Sollors's seminal essay "Nine Suggestions for Historians of American Ethnic Literature" (1984) provides a foundation for thinking through these questions about literary value and canonicity. In particular, his recommendations that scholars "neither idealize [their] own group, author, and subject matter nor vilify literature or groups which [they] choose not to discuss"; "retain [their] skepticism toward any claims of ethnic purity, ethnic representation, or biological insiderism"; and define "literature . . . in the broadest sense" have remained central to debates around what qualifies as American literature (95). These debates constituted an important arm of the so-called "culture wars" of the 1980s and 1990s, which Roger Chapman (paraphrasing James Davison Hunter) defines as the result of a "division . . . between the holdovers of the old culture, comprising conservative Judeo-Christian values, and those who approach the challenges of the day from a more contextual, 'spirit of the time' perspective" (xxix).
4
Reading the work of left-leaning academics such as Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Lillian Robinson, and Gregory S. Jay who wrote about the implications of these cultural battles for scholars and teachers of literature helped me frame the metaconversations about canonicity in the classroom in a meaningful way.
5 I wanted to guard against any appearance of tokenization in which I included a few women writers and writers of color for "flavor" in otherwise fairly canonical syllabi. I also wanted to make it clear to students that the texts I included were chosen not simply because they were written by members of historically marginalized groups but because they had literary merit and complicated our understanding of what it means to be American. 6 In addition to teaching literature by historically oppressed groups in all of my classes, I encourage students to grapple with issues of identity, privilege, and power. Revolution of any kind must begin with an interrogation of our own values, biases, and assumptions. I feel strongly about building a learning environment in which students grapple with literature by members of historically disenfranchised groups and question their own relationship to hegemonic structures that efface the humanity of certain groups of people. The classroom is one of the few remaining spaces for civil conversations about identity and difference, C a n n o n and I have seen a wide range of student responses to my teaching practices. Some students have told me that they welcome the opportunity to read literature by underrepresented groups and to discuss how these works of art inform our own lived experience. Others, however, are disappointed by the diverse reading lists and discussion of race in an English classroom. (Interestingly, it is not always white males who register these complaints. In some cases, it is students of color who want a break from thinking about racialized identities.) Since 8 November 2016, I have felt a renewed commitment to creating a classroom marked by respectful exchange. While I acknowledge that civic discourse was crumbling long before the most recent presidential election, I also know that many of my students feel that hate speech is now legitimated and normalized in ways that compromise their emotional and physical safety.
7 Honing critical thinking skills remains a priority for me as a teacher, but modeling and encouraging humane engagement with others who may have different values, backgrounds, and belief systems is just as important as we enter this era of exceptional incivility.
Backlash Blues 8
One especially challenging teaching experience early in my career pushed me to define a transformational pedagogy. During my second year at San Francisco State, I taught an upper-division survey course on modern American literature between 1914 and 1960. In this class of forty, which consisted mostly of undergraduates and a handful of graduate students, I taught a fairly diverse range of authors. We had some heated but respectful class conversations about canon formation, racial oppression, and white privilege. Midway through the semester, I solicited feedback through anonymous evaluations. A few students wrote that they were disappointed by the lack of "canonical" texts on the syllabus. I learned from a graduate student who was taking the class that there were a couple of white male students in our class who were boycotting my reading list by refusing to read the assigned texts and complaining to their peers that race dominated our class discussions. At the same time, there were some students of color who felt uncomfortable speaking in class, perhaps because of the hostility harbored by some of their classmates. The last several weeks of the semester were challenging. The class in general seemed disengaged, and it was nearly impossible to invite students into meaningful dialogue about the literature.
I recall one particularly frustrating day when I had assigned a short article from The New Yorker on James Baldwin. I could not elicit any discussion from students, and even a softball question such as, "What was your gut reaction to this piece?" failed to spark conversation. I asked how many people had read the article, and nobody raised their hand. Out of frustration (and this is the only time in eleven years I have done this), I ended class fifteen minutes early and told them that there was no point in continuing class if nobody had completed the reading. I was disappointed, and they knew it. This collective passivity may have had nothing to do with the frustrations students felt, as we have all had classes that do not seem to be engaged. However, I knew that whatever the reasons were, I had to confront the dysfunction in the classroom. While I probably should have said something sooner, I decided to wait until the last day of class to share my perspective.
In my remarks, I acknowledged that I knew about the boycott and the frustrations of many students in the class regarding reading selections and discussions. In a leap of vulnerability that was both terrifying and necessary, I shared my perspective in the comments reproduced below:
The best teachers in my life have been the ones who help to facilitate a safe environment where the uncomfortable act of learning can take place, and that is what I aim to accomplish in the classroom. I realize that this is much harder in practice than in theory, but it matters to me, so much so that I keep trying every time I enter a classroom. In an ideal situation, students who felt uncomfortable or unsafe in my classroom would communicate with me, but I know that doesn't always happen, and I am sorry that it didn't happen in this classroom.
I am also aware that my subject position as a youngish biracial woman of color with a PhD can also influence the dynamics of a college classroom like this one that takes as its topic the literature written by people from a wide range of backgrounds. (Of course, a middle-aged white male professor also has a particular identity that deeply influences how the information he conveys in his classroom is perceived, but whiteness and maleness are often rendered invisible and apolitical in ways that nonwhiteness and nonmaleness are not.) In any case, I am aware that some students may feel that they need to agree with me in order to get a good grade. I hope that this is not the case. As I've told my students since I started teaching eleven years ago, I don't care what you say, as long as you can back it up thoughtfully and express yourself with an awareness of and respect for your audience. But we (students and professors alike) are not neutral vessels of information who leave our experiences at the door when we enter the classroom. The challenge lies in being able to integrate our intellectual and personal selves and to participate in a community that strives for open exchange.
I'll close by sharing an epiphany that becomes more and more relevant the older I get: being in the classroom, as a teacher and a student, is a privilege. The Afghani girls who were gassed by cowards on their way to school earlier this week remind me of that privilege. 9 The enslaved men and women of African descent who risked beatings and amputation of fingers and toes in order to learn how to read remind me of that privilege. 10 My colleagues and students here at State who are firstgeneration college graduates remind me of that privilege. Knowing that education is one of the single most transformative processes that a human being can undergo and honoring that process in myself and in others keeps me moving forward.
Although it was scary to share my reflections, especially with a class that was so polarized, it was important for me to address the tension in the classroom. C a n n o n Looking back, however, I wish I had discussed it sooner. At the end of the semester, it was too late for a shift in class dynamics.
After sharing my reflections, I solicited comments from students, but nobody responded. After class, a few students privately told me that they appreciated my statement, but I never heard from any of the boycotting students. I imagine that these young white men may have been frustrated because they felt that my approach engendered what Boler calls "unproductive guilt," in which the "the student who assumes the 'guilty' position often stops participating in discussion, feels blamed, possibly defensively angry, and may refuse to engage in further complex self-reflection or critical inquiry." This feeling of guilt (and its inherent belief that one is either guilty or innocent "in relation to historical legacies of privilege and injustice") may have meant that they were unable or unwilling to hear my message (187). Yet, openly sharing how I experienced the class with my students exemplifies the leap of faith that we make whenever we enter the classroom. We never know how or if what we share with our students will be processed or even heard, but we continue to teach because we believe in the possibility of transformation.
While I still have moments of doubt, and I still receive critical comments from students about my diverse reading lists and classroom conversations, I have accepted that my approach does not work for all students-nor should it. Let me be clear: my anxiety has not disappeared; it has merely taken on different forms. I worry less about what students will think of me and more about how the work I do in the classroom is relevant to the world outside of the classroom and especially to my students' lives. How do we make connections among literary analysis, social activism, and personal growth? Clarifying the interrelated nature of these elements is important to me, and they are important to many of the students I teach. In spring 2015, I had the opportunity to explore how intellectual, personal, and political revolution might be intertwined in my small seminar, "Lorraine Hansberry and Her Contemporaries."
Inspired by her masterpiece A Raisin in the Sun (1959) and an excellent production of her lesser-known work The Sign in Sidney Brustein's Window (1964), which I saw in March 2014 at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival, I designed a course focusing on the works of Hansberry alongside texts by her contemporaries, such as Langston Hughes, Richard Wright, Baldwin, Jean Genet, Aimé Césaire, and Samuel Beckett. The last few weeks of the semester were devoted to Hansberry's literary daughters: late twentieth and early twenty-first century black women playwrights including Ntozake Shange, Lynn Nottage, and Suzan-Lori Parks. I was excited about this course and spent much of that winter break preparing to teach this new seminar. However, enrollment remained low a few weeks before the beginning of the semester, and as a result the class was in danger of being cut, so I opened the course up to a few advanced and highly motivated undergraduates based on recommendations from colleagues. Luckily, I was able to assemble the seven students needed to keep the class alive: four undergraduates and three graduate students.
I was particularly passionate about this course, not only because I was excited about exploring these texts but also because I almost did not have the chance to teach it. Keeping the course afloat felt especially important because it was focused on a brilliant black American lesbian who died young.
To provide a sense of who enrolled in the course, I briefly identify each student's background, using pseudonyms to protect privacy: Amy, a white Jewish woman in her early thirties finishing her coursework in the MA literature program; Yvonne, a black woman in her late twenties who had done her undergraduate work at San Francisco State University and was currently in the MA literature program; Evan, a white man in his late twenties with a deep interest in the literatures and histories of historically marginalized groups; Ned, a white man from Boston in his late forties who had returned to college to finish his BA in order to embark on a new career as a school teacher; Hamid, a young man in his early twenties who grew up in Jordan and came to the United States for college; Siobhan, a young woman in her early twenties finishing her undergraduate work who identified as a working-class person of Irish and Portuguese ancestry; and Naima, a black woman in her early thirties who was in the MFA program in Creative Writing at San Francisco State University. These students came to the seminar for various reasons, but all wanted to be challenged. The seriousness with which they all approached their work in the seminar was as remarkable as their engagement in respectful dialogue, even when they disagreed. The subject matter combined with the generosity of these students made for one of the most moving teaching experiences I have had. Although I did occasionally lecture to provide historical context for the texts studied, the concerns, interests, and questions of students guided our conversation. From the first day of class, I was open about the experimental nature of this course: not only was I teaching new material but I was also teaching a mixed undergraduate and graduate seminar for the first time. I welcomed student feedback, and I am grateful that students felt comfortable sharing what was working well and what could be improved. As a result, the seminar became a truly collaborative space. As we delved into these texts each week, I was struck that so much of what Hansberry and her contemporaries were writing about was still relevant several decades later. Here, I analyze the ways in which three issues that remain central in the second decade of the twenty-first century-the bareness of black life, white liberalism, and fetishization of Blackness-emerged in the various texts we read and how we navigated their intellectual and personal ramifications.
Bareness of Black Life
It is important to examine the roots of the perceived disposability of black life, a theme that arose frequently in the seminar readings. A useful term for thinking C a n n o n through this devaluation of black lives comes from Abdul JanMohamed's The Death-Bound Subject: Richard Wright's Archaeology of Death (2005) . In this study, JanMohamed examines Wright's work through the lens of Giorgio Agamben's notion of "bare life," which refers to a person who "can be killed but not sacrificed" (8) . Agamben cites the "Jew living under Nazism" as a prime example of bare life:
The truth-which is difficult for the victims to face, but which we must have the courage not to cover with sacrificial veils-is that the Jews were exterminated not in a mad and giant holocaust but exactly as Hitler had announced, "as lice," which is to say, as bare life. The dimension in which the extermination took place is neither religion nor law, but biopolitics. (114) The existence of bare life is circumscribed by the sovereign power, a power defined by its ability to kill bare life at any time (12) . It is not a stretch to imagine a black man living in Jim Crow America under the constant threat of legal and extralegal terror as a prime example of bare life. Even now, nearly two decades into the twenty-first century, the bareness of black life is evident everywhere. The barrage of news stories in recent years about the deaths of unarmed persons of color at the hands of police officers seems endless: Eric Garner in New York; Michael Brown in Missouri; Ezell Ford in California; Tamir Rice in Ohio; Walter Scott in South Carolina; Freddie Gray in Maryland, to name only the most prominent victims of scores of similar incidents that did not receive widespread media attention (Madhani) . All of these victims were perceived as subhuman, either by the police officers who participated in their deaths or by the media that reported the stories.
Lecturing briefly on JanMohamed's application of Agamben's bare life provided students with a tool for thinking through Wright's 1940 novel Native Son, a text whose portrayal of white supremacist notions of black manhood as always already criminalized and sexualized reverberates in our current historical moment. Before we read this novel, I told the class that I only teach Native Son every few years because it leaves me emotionally raw. This was one of many moments during the semester when I shared my personal investment in the material, and students told me later that my vulnerability invited them to share their experiences with the texts. Even though students reacted to Native Son in different ways (one student cried at the end while another found the novel melodramatic), I encouraged students to bring their whole selves to the seminar table. We discussed how the protagonist, Bigger Thomas, struggles to maintain his dignity while living in a culture in which, as a black man, he is already presumed to be a thug. Our discussions about the novel revealed students' compassion for and frustration with Bigger. We discussed how Wright does not create in Bigger a "perfect victim" (if such a figure even exists), thereby forcing us to come to terms with his own hand in his fate. Certainly, we all must bear responsibility for our actions, and Wright is an example of a poor black boy from the Jim
Crow South who did not become a Bigger Thomas; but there are also forces that shape our lives and limit our agency, the most notable one in Bigger's case being the entrenched nature of anti-black racism in the United States. We discussed the continuing effects of the devaluation of black life, particularly in relationship to the death of Michael Brown in August 2014. The victim-blaming ("well, he did just rob a store and rough up the cashier") and deployment of respectability politics ("if black people would just 'act right' and 'do right,' we would be all right") in this case and others like it were deeply troubling to my students. 11 Despite the tangible gains of the Civil Rights Movement, the story of Bigger remained all too familiar nearly eighty years later.
Teaching Baldwin's The Fire Next Time (1963), which has inspired widespread rereadings in the past few years, also facilitated a discussion of the direct connection between the past and the present. (Smith) . 12 The first essay in The Fire Next Time is a letter written to Baldwin's nephew on the hundredth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. Baldwin reminds his nephew of the hostility that faces him simply because he was born a black male in America. Yet the overall tone of Baldwin's letter is encouraging, as he urges his nephew to look to his ancestors for courage: "It will be hard, James, but you come from sturdy peasant stock, men who picked cotton, dammed rivers, built railroads, and in the teeth of the most terrifying odds, achieved an unassailable and monumental dignity" (10) . Baldwin reminds his nephew that the effects of slavery linger decades after its formal end. However, he also celebrates the fortitude of those who came before, reminding us that we can draw strength from their ability to maintain their human dignity. Students gravitated toward Baldwin's work, and our discussion of the close relationship between Baldwin and Hansberry allowed students to trace the two authors' similar ideological and aesthetic sensibilities. Seminar participants were especially struck by Baldwin's and Hansberry's refusal to give in to despair, even in the face of racism, sexism, and homophobia. These two authors became powerful models for young people who often feel paralyzed by oppression-both its effects and their complicity with it. This lesson has remained with one student from the seminar who told me that after the shock and pain of the 2016 presidential election, he returned to the words of Baldwin and Hansberry for sustenance and for direction.
While I acknowledge that systematic oppression (and revolutionary attempts to counter it) existed long before the 2016 presidential election, I am struck by the ways in which this election has inspired many people who had never before considered themselves activists to work toward social and political change. 13 Whether advocating for women's reproductive freedom, protesting the destruction of the environment, or advocating for undocumented students, many Americans are making their voices heard with greater urgency, especially on college campuses.
14 It is fair to say that revolution is afoot, although the vision and method of revolution vary widely. As an educator, it is my responsibility to provide students with the tools to define for themselves what change they want to see in the world, even if I disagree with the nature of that change. 15 Fortunately, these skills are also central to teaching literature. Teaching students to consider an issue from multiple perspectives, to critically examine their sources, and to craft cogent, well-supported arguments benefits their growth as students and as citizens.
The White Liberal
In addition to exploring how African American writers such as Baldwin and Hansberry have reacted to the devaluation of black life, we examined white liberal responses to anti-black racism. On the first day of the semester, I introduced students to Hansberry by playing an audio recording of a short speech she gave in 1964 titled, "The Black Revolution and the White Backlash." In it, she shares her frustration with the Civil Rights Movement. She expresses her dismay at "the charge of impatience" against black people and asserts that "the problem is we have to find some way with these dialogues to show and to encourage the white liberal to stop being a liberal and become an American radical." Some of the most powerful examples of the white liberal appear in Wright's Native Son. The Daltons, the rich white family whose daughter, Mary, Bigger Thomas accidentally kills and then deliberately dismembers and cremates, are examples of white liberals who do not see their own complicity in a racist system. Mr. Dalton believes that buying ping-pong tables for South Side inner-city youth can redeem the horrible living conditions of blacks that he perpetuates as a slumlord, a belief that Max, Bigger's lawyer, forcefully critiques (Wright 295) .
My students were quick to see the blindness of Mr. Dalton, who genuinely believes that he is helping black people. They also critiqued the character of Jan, Mary's communist boyfriend whose progressive politics do not protect him from seeing Bigger as an opportunity to experience "authentic" black life. Despite his good intentions, Jan seems unaware (at least at this point in the book) of how vulnerable Bigger feels with these white people who seem eager to prove how comfortable they are with black people. The narrator focalizes Bigger's inner thoughts in this scene: "He felt naked, transparent; he felt that this white man, having helped to put him down, having helped to deform him, held him up now to look at him and be amused. At that moment, he felt toward Mary and Jan a dumb, cold, and inarticulate hate" (67). Several students in the "D o I R e m a i n a R e v o l u t i o n a r y ? " class found this to be one of the most excruciating scenes in the novel, even more painful, in some ways, than the scenes that detail the overt racism Bigger faces as he is pursued, captured, tried, and sentenced to death by the criminal justice system. For some students, this scene was uncomfortable because they or their loved ones could relate to Bigger; for others, it was charged because they had been the well-meaning white liberal. I was impressed by the candor with which students shared how this figure of the white liberal resonated with their own experiences.
One moment halfway through the semester that highlighted the fraught nature of white allyship occurred during our two-day mini-symposium in which each student delivered a twenty-minute paper for the class and then fielded questions from me and the other students. The goals of this assignment were multiple: to hone public speaking skills, to encourage collegiality, and to provide students with an opportunity to share their work with each other. All of the students gave strong presentations and were supportive of their peers. Yet there was a bit of tension when a white student gave a paper that focused on the political import of Beneatha's hair in A Raisin in the Sun. This student had shared with me in office hours her anxiety about approaching this topic, and during her presentation to the class she expressed a similar sentiment, saying that she did not want to offend anybody and that she still had a lot to learn about African American culture. She gave a fine presentation, although some of her conclusions were hasty, and, as I mentioned in my written evaluation of her presentation, she needed to historicize her discussion of black women's hair. Her peers were supportive, although it was clear that a few students felt that she was making generalizations about a complex issue. One of the black women in the class respectfully disagreed with this student and made it clear that, for her, how she wears her hair is not a political choice but a pragmatic one. The student giving the presentation was receptive to this perspective and acknowledged that she was writing about something that was outside of her culture. The exchange did not become disrespectful, but it was a tense moment. Based on later individual conversations with each woman, I sensed that the black student felt frustrated by what she considered the white student's naïve perspective on issues of race, power, and difference and that the white student feared that she embodied the well-meaning but misguided white person who was trying to speak for people of color. Although I did not initiate a conversation about this exchange with the class as a whole, I could tell that the other students recognized how this moment reflected the challenges of cross-cultural dialogue. I did my best to honor both perspectives in the room and to acknowledge the need to examine the biases that we all bring to our scholarship.
The moment when the brand of white liberalism limned by mid-twentiethcentury authors such as Wright, Baldwin, and Hansberry resonated most strongly with its contemporary iteration occurred when we read Bruce Norris's 2011 Clybourne Park, which is inspired by Hansberry's A Raisin in the Sun. The first act of Clybourne Park, set in 1959 (the same year A Raisin in the Sun was first performed), focuses on a white middle-class couple who have lost their veteran son to PTSD-related suicide and are selling their house to a black family. Their neighbor, Karl Lindner (also a pivotal character in Hansberry's play), urges them not to sell to blacks, lest the property values in the neighborhood fall, but they move ahead with the sale. The second act, set in 2009, features a different set of characters and takes place in the same house. In the past half-century, the neighborhood has become a predominantly black community but is currently being gentrified by white families such as Steve and Lindsay, who plan to buy the house, tear it down, and build a new home, to the dismay of the two black representatives of the local housing board, one of whom, Lena, is the niece of the woman who bought the original house in 1959. There are several other supporting characters who participate in a series of lively and uncomfortable conversations about housing discrimination, gentrification, and racial stereotypes. Having seen an excellent production of Clybourne Park at 6 th Street Playhouse in Santa Rosa in January 2015, I can attest to the play's ability to entertain and unsettle. As one reviewer of the Broadway production put it, Norris's dual targets are "white guilt and liberal hypocrisy" (Piepenburg) . Many students in our seminar, however, found the play heavy-handed and the dialogue unrealistic. They conceded that people might have racist, sexist, homophobic, or ableist thoughts but noted that they rarely express them, at least in the ostensibly progressive communities in which most of them live. After learning more about Norris, students also critiqued the playwright's politics. I shared with the class Norris's comments from a 2011 interview, in which he stated: "I don't have any idea what Lorraine Hansberry would make of my play. She'd probably have a fairly sophisticated response-wasn't her husband, Robert Nemiroff, a white guy, after all? Or am I wrong? That's pretty complex" (Jones). Students immediately critiqued Norris's deeply problematic linking of sophistication with (male) whiteness. Although we discussed the possibility that Norris himself was deliberately playing the role of the well-meaning but misguided white person, as a class we read this moment as authentic, a disturbing revelation of how even those who expose the underbelly of white liberalism may be guilty of it themselves. 16 Indeed, it is not the blatant racist who poses the only threat to racial progress but also the liberal person who professes to be free from bias.
Fetishization of Blackness
As we explored in our subsequent class discussions, one of the symptoms of white liberalism is often a fetishization of Blackness, although black people may indulge in this behavior as well. From the very beginning of the semester, we discussed the different ways in which black writers and artists conceive of Blackness, beginning with the famous 1926 debate between George Schuyler and Hughes. 17 We also addressed how Blackness for Americans has sometimes been configured as a literal or symbolic return to Africa. For instance, Beneatha in A Raisin in the Sun searches for "authentic" (that is, African) Blackness through her relationship with Asagai, her Nigerian scholar-suitor. 18 For Beneatha, Asagai represents the Motherland and the possibility of a life free from American racism. In Hansberry's play, we also see how black Americans fetishize African Blackness when Walter and Beneatha run around the apartment dressed in tribal clothing and chanting African words such as "OCOMOGOSIAY" (Raisin 77) and "OWIMOWEH" (78). This scene embodies the challenging relationship that many African Americans have with Africa. This relationship is the embodiment of the uncanny: there are remnants of Africa in the food, traditions, and words of black Americans, and for many there is a sense that Africa should be "home"; yet it is also profoundly foreign, "exotic," and inscrutable. Although she did not travel to Africa, Hansberry believed that the "ultimate destiny and aspirations of the African peoples and twenty million American Negroes are inextricably and magnificently bound up together forever" (qtd. in Nemiroff 31). Her understanding of the similarities and differences between the experiences of Africans and African Americans is evident both in A Raisin in the Sun and in her lesser-known play Les Blancs (published posthumously in 1970), which depicts an insurgency against colonial rule in the fictional African country of Zatembe.
Hansberry's reaction to Norman Mailer's 1957 essay "The White Negro," in which he deifies a primitive, sensual version of "the Negro" and appropriates it for his own hipster purposes, highlights her critique of the objectification of Blackness and black people, especially by her white male contemporaries: "He manufactured an absurdity and locked himself in it" (To 208) . She highlights America's belief in the image of the Negro as a "miracle of sensuality," a figure that was "allowed to exist in that consciousness, fostered even, in the form of repository of all the suppressions of dominant society found unseemly in certain of its classes" (209). Indeed, Hansberry was troubled by white men such as Mailer who projected their own desires and fantasies onto black bodies. Hansberry's Les Blancs has little in common with Jean Genet's 1958 absurdist drama The Blacks: A Clown Show, besides the title. However, Hansberry saw the absurdism of men such as Mailer and Genet as grounded in a distorted and stylized version of Blackness that dehumanized black people. 19 Blackness functioned as a trope, an abstraction for some white writers. However, this artificial separation of Blackness and black people is a luxury that Hansberry and other black people did not-and do not-have.
In our discussion of Hansberry's reaction to white fantasies of Blackness, students in my seminar were quick to note the commodification of Blackness and black culture that exists today. One student mentioned Australian rapper Iggy Azalea, a white artist who crossed the line from appreciation of black culture to appropriation of it by "affecting a culturally black accent and vernacular" (Morrison) . Indeed, Hughes's characterization of the Harlem Renaissance as a "period when the Negro was in vogue" could very well apply to our own era (Big 228). The question remains: are the white people who are so eager to speak like they grew up in the "hood" and sport cornrows ready and willing to march in the streets against the execution of unarmed citizens by law enforcement, the criminalization of black and brown children, and the lack of access to education, affordable housing, and healthcare in poor communities and communities of color? Even as I posed that question in the seminar, I bristled at my own sanctimony and asked myself aloud: am I? Who among us is willing to stand up against injustice? What are we willing to risk in order to effect change? These questions haunted our seminar that semester as we read authors such as Hansberry and Baldwin, who contributed to the revolutionary spirit of the Civil Rights Movement by taking intellectual and personal risks, and wondered how they might serve as models for us in our historical moment. Even in our small seminar of progressive students, we disagreed about the best ways to effect change. These differences of opinion reminded me that my task is not to convert students to any particular brand of revolution but rather to cultivate critical questioning of themselves and the world.
I often think of the classroom as a laboratory driven by experimentation and collaboration, and, in this seminar, I stated this explicitly. Articulating this shifted the dynamic in a positive way. I am glad that students felt comfortable voicing their concerns, as they did when we read Aimé Césaire's Discourse on Colonialism (1955) . Many students, including the undergraduate who valiantly presented on that text, had difficulty understanding how the text fit into the larger debates of the class. I acknowledged to students my own shortcomings in teaching this postcolonial work, and I shared with them that in the future I will shift my approach. Another practice that helped to foster a sense of community and shared purpose was arranging relevant events outside of class. I procured tickets for two theater productions during the semester: Let There Be Love (2009) by Kwame Kwei-Armah (who in 2013 wrote Beneatha's Place, a response to Hansberry's A Raisin in the Sun that imagines Beneatha's life in Nigeria) at American Conservatory Theater in San Francisco and Baldwin's The Amen Corner (1954) at Black Repertory Theater in Berkeley. Nearly everyone in the class was able to attend at least one of these events, and students told me that these outings built community. I had underestimated how a common experience outside of the classroom can positively influence rapport in the classroom. In many ways, attending live theater, an art form that demands our intellectual and emotional engagement, strengthened my holistic approach to teaching literature. In addition to soliciting student feedback and organizing field trips, I often began class with a quick exercise in which each student shared a reaction, comment, or question about the reading. I assured them that these need not be fully formed thoughts; I simply wanted impressions that would lay the foundation for the day's discussion. Students frequently expressed both a visceral and an intellectual reaction to the text, which gave me the opportunity to underline how the traditional dichotomy between heart and head is a construct that can be paralyzing at best and dehumanizing at worst. In fact, it is often our affective responses to texts that mobilize our analytical approaches, as demonstrated by the lively and well-argued research papers that students produced at the end of the seminar. These pedagogical practices contributed to the creation of an inclusive environment to which students could bring their entire selves. As one student wrote in their evaluation at the end of the semester, "The course's subject matter was emotional and invigorating, and I loved every week."
After that transformative seminar ended in May 2015, I found myself reflecting frequently on the work we had done that semester. As I saw a young black girl body-slammed by a sheriff's deputy in a high school classroom (Fausset, Pérez-Peña, and Blinder) , heard the news of the massacre in a black South Carolina church by a white terrorist (Apuzzo, Blinder and Sack) , and watched the chilling video of a police offer who executed a black teenage male who was wielding a three-inch knife and running away from the police (Ford) , my despair mounted. While these atrocities have always occurred, they were being exposed, highlighted, and circulated with devastating frequency, in large part due to technological innovations such as police body cameras and smartphones. I asked myself: what is the value of my work as a professor, scholar, and mentor in a world that seems on the edge of apocalypse? Moreover, like Hansberry, I questioned my revolutionary mettle: what will I sacrifice to create a more just, humane, and compassionate world? I suspect that answering these questions is a lifelong endeavor, and I remain committed to grappling with this difficulty and to giving my students the space to do the same.
To be engaged in the struggle for a more just and equitable world requires intellectual and emotional risk, and perhaps that is what I should be warning my students about at the beginning of each semester. My teaching is revolutionary not because I am committed to teaching, reading, and thinking about the voices of those who have been marginalized, silenced, and devalued. Rather, it is revolutionary because I aim to unsettle what we think we know about ourselves and the world. As Billy Clem, a practitioner of radical multiculturalism, puts it, "Representation is hardly the point; critical and radical inquiry is" (129). Moreover, like hooks, who subverts the "mind/body split" in her pedagogy by nurturing holistic learning, I aim to create a learning environment that allows the heart, spirit, and head to engage with literature and the world it reflects and creates ("Eros" 114). The title character's final words in Hansberry's play The Sign in Sidney Brustein's Window can guide us in this endeavor. After numbing himself to physical and emotional pain and failing at his attempts at human connection, Sidney says to his wife Iris, who is mourning the recent suicide of her sister Gloria: "Yes . . . weep now, darling, weep. Let us both weep. This the first thing: to let ourselves feel again . . . Then, tomorrow, we shall make something strong of this sorrow" (340). Allowing ourselves to "feel again," to face the anxiety that the conditions of the modern world evince, can propel us toward our own individual definitions of revolutionary thinking, learning, and living.
We cannot predict the consequences of our teaching practices, and this can be a source of frustration. However, we can create classroom spaces in which to plant the seeds for transformation. As Maria Eva Valle writes, "By providing students of all backgrounds the public space necessary to voice their opinions and the power to make decisions about their educational process, we can create the conditions for a community of learners who possess the vision and commitment necessary to help transform the broader society" (172). Practicing a pedagogy that encourages students to critically question what AnaLouise Keating calls "status-quo stories: worldviews, and beliefs that normalize and naturalize social systems, values, and norms" allows students to imagine new and radical ways of being in the world and structuring their reality (23). Belief in the possibility of change, even within ourselves, is the root of revolution. As educators, we have a unique opportunity to encourage transformation in and for our students without prescribing how that change manifests beyond our classroom doors.
The ability to imagine a different reality has powerful implications for the multi-ethnic literary classroom in particular. While we often read in order to see our own experiences reflected, it is just as important to read in order to confront the unknown and to grapple with the unfamiliar. Simply reading about the experiences of others does not magically breed empathy for those who are different from us. However, creating a learning environment that validates students' critical and affective responses to literature establishes a practice of selfreflection, a practice that is desperately needed in a historical moment when sustained critical reading of the word is all too rare. Notes 1. Bell hooks's work is deeply influenced by Brazilian educator Paulo Freire's critical pedagogy, outlined in his landmark 1970 text, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 2. The racist comments about President Obama (and his family) during his two terms as president are too numerous to list, so a few examples must suffice. Some images collected on the eve of his 2012 reelection include a bumper sticker that reads "Don't Re-Nig in 2012"; a sign that reads "Hang in there Obama" beside a hangman's noose; a fake ten-dollar bill that features Obama's face atop a donkey's body surrounded by a bucket of chicken, ribs, Kool-Aid, watermelon, and the phrase "United States Food Stamps" at the top of the bill; and several images of Obama depicted as a chimpanzee or monkey (Shepherd) . This does not include the less explicit indicators of anti-Obama racism such as the "birther" movement's attempts to discredit Obama's US citizenship and the threefold increase in death threats against the president after Obama took office in 2009 (Greider) . 3. Some of the progressive changes in the past decade include the legalization of same-sex marriage in all fifty states in 2015, the expansion of healthcare coverage for millions of Americans through the 2010 Affordable Care Act, and the rapid growth in the number of multiracial families in the United States (Kunkle) . Yet, during the same period, we have also seen a rise in gun-related tragedies, the growth of religious fundamentalism, increased attempts to curtail women's reproductive freedom, and the calcification of racial, ethnic, religious, and political divisions. he edited in 1990 to reflect a more diverse literary landscape, offers a justification for such pedagogical choices. Replying to Richard Ruland's assertion that Lauter's decision to organize the collection around identity categories such as race, gender, and class was "faddish," Lauter affirms: "What is involved is not promoting some politically correct line . . . but helping students to discover how literary art is created by particularly, but differently, situated human beings who struggle to shape their distinctive narratives and to form, dissolve, reform the borders that categories like race signify" (330-31). Rather than simply adding black writers or women writers to a preexisting American literary canon, Lauter encourages readers of the anthology to deconstruct essentialized notions of identity categories and to resist the belief that art must always be separate from politics. 7. In the 1 June 2017 edition of "This Week in Hate," a New York Times column that "highlights hate crimes and harassment around the country since the election of President Trump," Anna North writes that the "The Southern Poverty Law Center counted almost 900 incidents of hate or bias in the ten days after the election." Although "the number of reports to the S. P. L. C. has tapered off since January," she notes, violent crimes against immigrants, blacks, Muslims, and other minorities persist. While Brian Levin, director of the Center for the Study of Hate and Extremism at California State University, San Bernardino, notes that "[a] correlation between President Trump's talk on immigration and an increase in hate crimes doesn't necessarily point to causation," he also suggests that "there could be a link between political rhetoric and crime" (Parvini) .
